Objectives-To compare the practices of local research ethics committees and the time they take to obtain ethical approvalfor a multi-centre study. Design-A retrospective analysis of outcome of applications for a multi-centre study to local research ethics committees. Setting-Thirty-six local research ethics committees covering 38 district health authorities in England. Main measures-Response of chairmen and women, the time required to obtain approval, and questions asked in application forms. Results-We received replies from all 36 chairmen contacted: four (11 %o) granted their approval, and 32 (89%) required our proposal to be considered by their local research ethics committee. Three committees asked us to attend their meetings. The application was approved by all 36 local research ethics committees but the time to obtain ethical approval varied between six to 208 days. One third of the committees did not approve the project within three months, and three took longer than six months. There was considerable variation in the issues raised by local research ethics committees and none conformed exactly to the Royal College of Physicians' guidelines. Conclusion-Obtaining ethical approvalfor a multicentre study is time-consuming. There is much diversity in the practice of local research ethics committees. Our data support the recommendation for a central or regional review body of multi-centre studies which will be acceptable to all local research ethics committees.
Introduction
Local research ethics committees (LRECs) [16] [17] [18] [19] Multi-centre studies have become increasingly more common, with a recent survey revealing that they represent 18% of the workload of LRECs. 20 Because of the ever-increasing necessity for national and international multi-centre studies, it is essential that patients' interests are safeguarded and ethical approval obtained in the most efficient way. We report our experiences of obtaining ethical committee approval for a multi-centre Department of Health 
Results
Response of the chairmen of LRECs A total of 36 chairmen of LRECs were contacted and replies were received from all 36. Four (11%) granted chairman's approval, but two of the four required completion of their LREC application form. One of the four required additional information, and chairman's approval was subsequently granted. The remaining 32 chairmen (89%) required our proposal to be considered by their LREC, and 19 (59%) wanted us to complete their local application forms, a copy of which was sent with the reply. (Altogether 21 committees wanted us to complete their local application forms). Of the 32, three committees asked us to attend their meetings to discuss the proposal.
Questions asked in LRECs' application forms Analysis of 20 of the 21 LREC application forms: (one application form was for questionnaire-based Obtaining ethical approval is time-consuming in the absence of a central review body for multi-centre studies. Evidently most LREC chairmen do not grant approval for studies approved elsewhere, and require a full submission to be made for local consideration. Overall one-third of the LRECs were unable to approve the project within three months, and three of the 36 (8%) took longer than six months. As none of the committees rejected our submission, or required modification, delays in obtaining approval evidently relate to the frequency with which ethics committees meet, and also their workload. Moreover, the process of identifying and locating chairmen of ethics committees, and obtaining and completing application forms was also timeconsuming and therefore expensive. The 
Conclusion
Our limited experience indicated that there is much diversity in the practice of LRECs. Our data clearly support the need for a central or regional review process for multi-centre studies, but it is essential that it addresses the perceived needs of all ethical committees in the United Kingdom and that the process is periodically audited.
